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Receiving the Torah in the Merit of the Mitzvah of Milah
Teaches the Incredible Lesson that Torah Can Only Exist
in One Who Sacrifices on Its Behalf

In our parsha this week, parshas Vayera, we read (Bereishis 18,1): aw1? X111 RN MONRA 1 bR XY
»an oy SN mnb—“Hashem appeared to him in the plains of Mamre while he was sitting at the
entrance of the tent in the heat of the day.” Rashi comments: N 121 TN 79T NX ‘117:‘7 R R
m5wa HRwn 7apn X1 inbmb wnbw o R 92—“Hashem appeared to him, to visit the sick
person. R’ Chama the son of Chanina said: It was the third day since his circumcision, and the Holy One,

Blessed is He, came and inquired about Avraham’s welfare.”

The Maharal of Prague explains in Gur Aryeh the difference between the pain experienced on the first two
days after the circumcision versus that of the third day. On the first two days, there is most definitely pain and
suffering, but it is localized to the area of the wound. On the third day, however, the entire body experiences
weakness due to the pain and suffering. We find scriptural evidence for this fact concerning the people of
Shechem, who were killed by Shimon and Levi on the third day after their circumcisions (Bereishis 34,25):
7Q1ANID DNTA WS W DMA N’ —“And it came to pass on the third day when they were in pain.” For

this reason, one is only considered ill on the third day when the entire body is affected.
A Feast on the Third Day After the Milah

It is a well-established custom, especially among tzaddikim, to also prepare a feast on the third day after the
circumcision—to commemorate the feast that Avraham Avinu prepared for the angels who visited him on the
third day after his circumcision. We find mention of this custom in Derech Pikudecha by the author of the
B'nei Yissoschar: 710 15 wn ,i9mb wibwn ora amivo 10 03 mwyb oipTpTn w mnmipn manta”
791113 1 1N5m5 wrbwn o1 o1axbnb 17K omax nmvon.

An additional source for this custom is found in the Hanhagas Maharshal written by his faithful student the
author of the Mateh Moshe. He writes, astonishingly, that the feast on the third day is more important than
the feast on the day of the milah itself: MW5w 5w mxn Hw mmyo 81T 5113 anw R w7 My
oM oM ,0maR 1A RMAY MY M mRa abmb wrbw maw [ maxy abmn orn abmb
”D'ﬂ:’l'l‘?'[? AT 1NN yaw 1 Sonan P7 PRXY 13 wAT MNRXY—he notes that the fact that Avraham
prepared a feast on the third day after his circumcision is described openly in the Torah; whereas, feasting on
the day of the circumcision itself is only alluded to in the possuk. Let us examine the matter of feasting on the

day of the bris milah and also on the third day afterward.
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The Covenant between HKB”H and Yisroe

Is Based on Self-Sacrifice

Our blessed sages teach us an important principle concerning the feast that Avraham Avinu prepared for his
three heavenly visitors on the third day after his circumcision. They teach us that HKB”H sent these three
angels to visit Avraham, so that in the merit of the feast that he would prepare for them, Yisroel would receive
the Torah. This is explained in the Midrash (S.R. 28,1) on the possuk (Shemos 19,3):

11vobp 17apn 1wy wna yabh nawn 1R5n wpa ayw TmINa LLophRa b nby nwny
1L¥R DNTIW T K5 110 PWNANn DN K T7ApT Db MK ,DmaRd mt nwn Swomb Sw
71N N2 on5ax

So, we must try and understand: (a) what is the connection between the angels eating with Avraham and
Yisroel receiving the Torah? (b) why, indeed, did HKB”H arrange that Yisroel would merit receiving the Torah

due to a meal that Avraham served the angels specifically on the third day after his milah?

To begin to explain all of this, let us first consider why HKB”H chose to base the covenant between Himself
MM” and Avraham Avinu and his descendants on the mitzvah of milah—as it is stated (Bereishis 17,1):
,8mn M 105 75anm Mw R 1x POx MR ,07ax 5X T XM Duw ywm mw Dwwn 12 D1aN

79NN\ TIRNA NN T2RT 2131 1172 102 TanN

This is the Torah of a Man Who Dies in a Tent”

The Maharal of Prague teaches us in Netzach Yisroel (Chapter 7) that the physical nature of the human body

and the spiritual nature of the Torah stand in direct contradiction to one another. He writes:

qua mbow RW NN O”MpNn R 12 X1 ,D120 W DIw Qam Tmnn ,Kbbmn 1y ar a”
7N Sy taxy nmnw ma PY DnNpnn N PN ']:"D‘?'\ w2122 [AMIT] O MWAnw ,Mwa

For this reason, he concludes, Torah cannot exist in a person who is not willing to sacrifice on its behalf. This
concept agrees with a teaching in the Gemorah (Tamid 32.). Among ten questions that Alexander of Macedon
presents to the elders of the South is the following: TR .yaxy nMm M5 MR TN YIBR Ty e
“1axy NN T, MNRN YR MAYy—“What should a person do to live? They said to him, ‘He should kill

»m

himself.” What should a person do to die? ‘He should enliven himself.” In other words, if one desires to live a
spiritual life based on Torah and service of Hashem, it is necessary to eliminate the physical, material
character of the body; whereas, if he wishes to die a spiritual death, he should enhance the physical, material

character of the body.

This helps us understand the events at the time of Matan Torah as described in the Gemorah (Shabbos 88:):

nwH1 MR Sxw bw TNNW1 ANXY 7772pn N R¥IW MAYT MM 53 nb 12 YWt 127 NN

719272 IRXYY—with every utterance and commandment from HKB”H, the souls of Yisroel left their bodies.

Then the Gemorah inquires: "1'7:'7P ARNT AW MM LNNRWI DX NWRY MAYTAW IANR?Y—if their

souls departed with the first commandment, how were they able to receive the following commandment? The

Gemorah answers: “RMN MM DMNR 12 b mnyw S [(172piT] TM11”—He resurrected them
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with the dew that He will use to resurrect the dead in the future. We are faced with an obvious question.
Knowing that their souls would leave their bodies with each commandment, why did HKB"H choose to give

Yisroel the Torah in this fashion?

We find the answer in the Gemorah (Berachos 63:): RoN TM"MpPNN TN MN2T PRWY 1IN ,Wﬂ?‘? WM MN”
»BIR2 NI 1D DINR NN NNRT (T UY "2TN]) MNIW ;MDY Yaxy nyanw Ma—Reish Lakish said:
From where do we know that the words of Torah are not retained except by one who kills himself on its

”m

behalf? For it is stated: ‘This is the Torah of a man who dies in a tent.”” A Torah existence requires self-
sacrifice. As we learned from the Maharal, the material, physical world and the spiritual world stand in direct
opposition to one another. Therefore, HKB”H gave Yisroel the Torah specifically in this manner—where their
souls departed with each commandment. This was to teach all future generations the essential lesson that the

Torah cannot exist in one who is not prepared to sacrifice himself on its behalf.

Entering into a Covenant By Means

of a Mitzvah Associated with Suffering

The following are the words of the Rambam (Hilchos Talmud Torah 1,8), awe-inspiring words that each and

every one of us should review morning and night:

72 MM 2, 1o bya pabua obw pa L wy Pa uy pa L ann mnbna ann Srawm wik by
wR Hya151R ,0mnbn by vt apayn 1n obnnm uy i vbR N wwnw 5 e mnw
19151 o 1 nam R %1531 o TN Tnbnb b y1aph arn oa1—all Jews, whether
they are rich or poor, healthy or sickly, young or old, a husband who must support a family, are required to

designate time during the day and during the night to engage in Torah study.

We now stand enlightened and can began to comprehend why HKB”H chose to make a covenant between
Himself and Yisroel specifically by means of the mitzvah of milah, circumcision—a procedure involving
suffering and physical discomfort. We are being taught a vital lesson: if we wish to enter into a covenant with
the Holy One, Blessed is He, we must be willing to serve Him even if it means enduring suffering and self-
sacrifice. In the words of Reish Lakish: 7im%¥ 1mxy nmnw ma KON 1"M"pNn TN M2T PR’ —Torah

cannot exist except in someone who is willing to sacrifice on its behalf!
One Can Only Acquire Torah by Means of Milah

This supports beautifully a teaching found in the Midrash (S.R. 30,12) demonstrating that only a person who

has fulfilled the mitzvah of milah is able to acquire Torah knowledge:

©5pY 15 MR NAR DYd ,apyd 1MaT AN (U TP O79IN) 2MNDT RIT KT, DVDWNRT A5NY
T3 ,wpan anR T ImKS 15 mR SR mwynh manab ux avn qbnn ounkb [09pnx]
¥ INRW DT MIRY TR ,29vNnh wpan anR MmRaw md [ ImR N D L nx nm

SAmannb

JIW DM K721 1Y WK D12 KT Th 09 DR T7apT K12 NI VT omaw (pn b nN
% mKr S5m0 5R inmn b R ek mm Ty o%wn e Sy obwn XN2wn wr ea
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TN ,21N3 19w ,5N0 1R BR MN Tn55 5107 1K, maw RN 13 1PN 1abnaw nan 191K 09y
ORI 125 M5 ,ma 535 13 nwy K5 58S tvubwm vpin apyis 1man

This narrative describes a dialogue between Onkelos the ger and his uncle Hadrian, the emperor of Rome.
Onkelos informs Hadrian that he wishes to convert to Judaism. His uncle wants to know what he sees in this
lowly people whom he has killed so many of. He replies that even the smallest amongst them knows how the
Almighty created the universe, what sustains the world and that their Torah represents the truth. Hadrian
suggests that Onkelos study the Torah without undergoing circumcision. Onkelos answers that even the

wisest in the empire is incapable of learning their Torah without undergoing circumcision.

Based on what we have learned, we can understand why it is impossible to acquire Torah wisdom and insight
without first fulfilling the mitzvah of milah. The Torah states clearly: #HIIN2 MY 15 DN TN NN —
“this is the Torah of a man who dies in a tent.” Reish Lakish derives from this verse: N MM37 N~
»mbY MYy NMnw Ma RHR PANPRNn— Torah cannot exist except in a person who kills himself on her
behalf.” Therefore, only someone who has fulfilled the mitzvah of milah is able to acquire the Torah. For milah
is the covenant between HKB”H and Yisroel by which a Jewish man demonstrates that he accepts upon

himself to serve Hashem through pain and the direst of circumstances.

“And He Stood Over Them”
Revealing that Avraham Was Greater than the Angels

In this manner, let us proceed to interpret the dialogue that took place between HKB”H and the angels when
Moshe went up to the heavens to receive the Torah: 19¥R DATIW T K5 107 T"w1inn anN IN”
”1n1a Mna onYaNI—“Aren’t you embarrassed to be in his presence; isn’t he the one whom you went down
to visit and whose house you ate in?” We will base our interpretation on a question posed in the Midrash (B.R.

48,14) referring to a possuk in our parsha (18,8):

,mhy mnax (2 ow) MR 155 ,0mby Ty KM MK DR RO I5ORN yyn nnn omby Ty Xim”
oMby nbvm MR ,DmSY MY RIM DT RYWw 2 ,mhy onaxa omT Ry Rbw Ty KON
7AnTm HRMax nnm Sxom

The Midrash questions why in this possuk (8) it states that Avraham stood over the angels, while in a
previous possuk (2), it states that they stood over him. We learn that, initially, the angels thought that they
were greater than Avraham. Therefore, the possuk states: DYaX1 DYWAN TwOw mIm R PNy Nen”
"by—“He lifted his eyes and saw; and, behold, three men were standing over him”—i.e. the angels
originally perceived themselves to be greater than Avraham and, consequently, viewed themselves as
towering over him. After partaking of Avraham’s feast, however, they realized: 7Y MY N1TY” —that he,

in fact, towered over them. Let us examine how partaking of this feast led them to this realization.

As pointed out above, this encounter took place on the third day after Avraham’s circumcision—at the peak of
his pain and suffering. The angels witnessed that despite his pain and suffering: Ip” DNAR Y7 Ppan PING

”211 77 P2 12—he ran to serve his guests; he strived to fulfill the mitzvah of hachnosos orchim at any cost.
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Witnessing this, they became aware of the tremendous power of the tzaddikim who serve Hashem even

through suffering and self-sacrifice.

This form of service of Hashem does not apply to the angels. They are purely spiritual creatures—free of
disease, pain and suffering. Therefore, it was this feast, prepared at the height of Avraham’s suffering, that
revealed to the angels: »amby MY X1M”—“he stood over them.” They realized that Avraham Avinu was

greater than them due to his ability to serve Hashem even through suffering—which they could not do.

We now understand the tremendous impact of HKB"H’s reply to the angels. They wanted Hashem to grant
them the Torah rather than to Moshe. So, HKB”H transformed Moshe’s face into a likeness of Avraham’s and
He said to the angels: “1¥02 71N2 onbax1 hyN onTw 1w XS T"wMann anX IR"—"“Aren’t you
embarrassed to be in his presence; isn’t he the one whom you went down to visit and whose house you ate
in?” In other words, remember how he was ailing on the third day after his milah, and, nevertheless, he was

willing to undergo self-sacrifice and tremendous suffering in order to fulfill the mitzvah of hachnosos orchim.

At that moment, nbyN DNTYY”—you, the angels, went down in your own self-estimation. For, it was
revealed to you: »ambY MY X117 —that Avraham stands above you, since he is able to serve Hashem and
perform mitzvos through pain and suffering, which angels cannot do. For this reason, the angels were made

to understand that the Torah belongs to Yisroel, who are able to sacrifice on its behalf.

This sheds light for us on one of the purposes for celebrating with a feast on the day of a circumcision, in the
manner that Avraham Avinu did: “prRx? nX 503 012”7, We wish to follow in the footsteps of our forefather
Avraham and to express our great joy at being able to serve Hashem even through suffering and self-sacrifice.

This is the true covenant that binds HKB”H with Yisroel throughout history, in every generation.

The rationale behind the feast on the third day post-milah is clear as well. As the Maharal has explained, the
entire body is weakened due the pain and suffering by the third day—as it is written concerning the people of
Shechem: “@YANYD DNTA MWwYSW D12 WM. Therefore, it is customary to prepare a feast on the third
day, as well, when the painful effects of the circumcision are at their peak, in order to demonstrate once again
our great joy. We wish to demonstrate our acceptance of the yoke of the sovereignty of heaven to serve

Hashem even while suffering.

Thus, we prepare a feast on the third day after the circumcision following in the footsteps of our forefather

Avraham. By so doing, we demonstrate as he did, that we desire to fulfill Hashem’s mitzvos at any cost.



